THE AGE OF MACHINERY
of compulsory or 'statute' labour proved notoriously
inefficient.1 The days set aside for the performance of the
statute labour,' commented an eighteenth-century writer
voicing the general opinion, 'are considered as allotted to
play and merriment.*
The condition of the roads gave rise to innumerable
complaints. They were often little more than bridle paths
and totally unsuited for wheeled traffic. Travellers, even
judges on circuit, went on horseback; commodities of all
kinds were borne by packhorses. In addition the highways
were thronged with cattle, sheep and pigs, which kept the
soft tracks in a permanently miry state. We have abundant
evidence as to the 'execrable' character of English roads in
the eighteenth century. Arthur Young branded the one
road between Preston and Wigan in Lancashire in these
words: 'I know not, in the whole range of language, terms
sufficiently expressive to describe this infernal road. To look
over a map and perceive that it is a principal one not only
to some towns but even whole counties, one would naturally
conclude it to be at least decent; but let me most seriously
caution all travellers who may accidentally purpose to
travel this terrible country to avoid it as they would the
devil, for a thousand to one but they break their necks or
their limbs by overthrows or breakings down. They will here
meet with ruts which I actually measured four feet deep and
floating with mud only from a wet summer; what, therefore,
must it be after winter? The only mending it receives is the
tumbling in some loose stones, which serve no other purpose
but jolting a carriage in the most intolerable manner. These
are not merely opinions but facts, for I actually passed three
carts broken down in these eighteen miles of execrable
memory.5 Of the roads from London to Land's End it was
said2 that they were still 'what God left them after the Flood;'
and of some of the main roads in Northamptonshire it was
remarked3 that 'the only way to get along in rainy weather
1 It was abolished in 1835.                 * ^n the eighteenth century.
3 In the early nineteenth century.
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